l8                       INTRODUCTION
fire. Not until the dawn of the succeeding epoch had scholarship, and the canons of polite criticism, solidified into that oppressive armour of ^ taste" which it needed a Pope to wear with ease. There was yet licence for the freakish and unconventional; a whole host of secondary writers could gambol on the lower ranges of Parnassus and reap the lavish garlands of contemporary fame. The very extravagance with wliich they blundered is often alleviated by the happy boldness of their hit-or-miss.
They hit splendidly, missed ludicrously, again and again. No period has been more prolific of minor poets, and seldom has minor poetry been more readable. Of the poets represented in this book, I suppose that half a dozen at the very most might qualify for a place in the first rank or claim to have written a "great" poem. Here they will be found in the immediate neighbourhood of lesser luminaries. It is a curious fact that, unlike most other periods, the seventeenth century was an epoch of diffused talent. Genius, brilliantly concentrated in a handful of waiters, was also liberally scattered among the many.l8                       INTRODUCTION
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